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“Dawn and doom was in the branches”: Eros Revisited in Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were 
Watching God 
 
In the existing critical discussion on the role of mythology in Zora Neale Hurston’s Their 
Eyes Were Watching God, several scholars have highlighted parallels between Janie’s tale and 
pagan myths, each concluding that Their Eyes is a reinterpretation of a particular myth with ties 
to a specific culture or place. Cyrena Pondrom likens the book to a retelling of the ancient 
Babylonian myth of Ishtar and Tammuz, with allusions to its analogues, the Greek story of 
Aphrodite and Adonis and the Egyptian tale of Isis and Osiris. Meanwhile, Tina Barr argues that 
the text ought to be read exclusively through literature from the African continent and as a 
retelling of the Isis-Osiris myth. Alternatively, Derek Collins posits that Their Eyes ought to be 
read through the myth of the Haitian goddess Ezili Freda. Each of these scholars supports their 
claims by pointing to Hurston’s professional study or relationship to the geography of origin of 
these myths.  
By advocating for parallels to this or that myth, these scholars divorce the analysis of 
Their Eyes from the conversation surrounding nature and representation that took place among 
African-American writers in the twentieth century. This debate, which oscillated between 
avoiding nature as a deadly force and embracing it as one’s homeland, stems from Anglo 
Americans’ efforts to demean African Americans by claiming that they were closer to nature and 
therefore less than human. Farah Jasmine Griffin and other scholars have read Hurston’s work 
through this lens to reveal key qualities of her project. Henry Louis Gates’ reading of Their Eyes 
presented in his canonical work The Signifying Monkey stems from Hurston’s participation in 
this debate, which he argues gave Their Eyes its “lyrical shape” (182).i Hurston’s writing makes 
clear that she rejected the notion that there was any truth to the inferiority of African Americans 
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“by nature.” In her essay “How It Feels To Be Colored Me” Hurston states that she “did not 
belong to the sobbing school of Negrohood who hold it that nature somehow has given them a 
lowdown dirty deal” (827).   
This paper will intervene in the critical discussion around the role of mythology in Their 
Eyes by adding a reading of the novel that focuses on the text’s mythic references within the 
context of the twentieth-century debate around nature and representation. I advocate for a 
reading of Their Eyes that unearths how society’s mythic inheritances have defined what is 
“natural” behavior, particularly for African American women. Hurston’s text updates the ideas 
about the erotic, or what drives vigorous action, and confronts the suppression of natural 
impulses. It also outlines how her society’s ideas about the erotic, that do not embrace sexuality 
or equality between men and women, do not serve African American women. While Hurston 
writes against her society’s ideas, which are framed around the myth of Adam and Eve and can 
be traced back to St. Augustine’s Confessions, she uses natural and tree-centric imagery to create 
a pedagogical story of her own in which feminine eros is updated to include equality between the 
sexes, autonomy, and sexuality. Hurston’s tendency to employ Judeo-Christian myths in her 
other novels, her comments on the tale of Adam and Eve in her autobiography, and the 
abundance of mythic references in Their Eyes make such a reading essential.  
I will first discuss the myths about the erotic that Hurston references in order to establish 
her work as consistent with this literature. I will review Augustine’s contribution to the 
understanding of the story of Adam and Eve in order to establish the doctrine that Hurston 
rejects, as it poses a challenge to her novel’s heroine, Janie. Then, I will review how several of 
Hurston’s other works, including Dust Tracks on a Road, Jonah’s Gourd Vine and Seraph on the 
Suwanee concern society’s treatment of eros and support my reading of Their Eyes. Next, I will 
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discuss the natural imagery in Their Eyes to demonstrate how it rewrites ideas about the erotic 
that precede it. I will conduct a close examination of the pear tree metaphor, which stands in for 
Janie’s eros and rejects her society’s definition of femininity. I will also provide a close reading 
of Janie and Tea Cake’s relationship that reveals their status as mythic figures, providing a new 
myth about feminine eros that includes equality between the sexes, autonomy, and sexuality. 
This new layer to the conversation on the role of myth in Their Eyes changes the 
conversation from one that focuses on Hurston’s text as a retelling of a specific myth to one in 
which the prevalence of so many mythic references in the text can be applied to twentieth-
century literary study. It suggests that society’s definition of natural is historically contingent 
upon those that preceded it, rather than an idea that stems from nature itself. Hurston’s’ writing 
of an organizing story of her own can be seen as an attempt to “naturalize” her readers to gender 
roles that meet the needs of African-American women. 
*** 
Hurston’s engagement with myths requires a brief overview of how the definition of eros 
has changed over time. In the classical Greek tradition, the concept of eros was equated with 
passionate love and sexual desire—which often had disastrous results. Plato reimagined eros as a 
loftier concept—one that seeks transcendental beauty. In more recent history, Freud defined eros 
as the life force, or the will to live, and it stood in contrast to thanatos, or the death drive. The 
twentieth century philosopher and sociologist Herbert Marcuse expanded upon Freud’s concept 
of eros in his work Eros and Civilization. Marcuse applied the economic concept of scarcity to 
demonstrate how capitalist societies repress peoples’ eros, and he argued to return eros to its 
place in society. Their Eyes can be read within Marcuse’s framework, demonstrating how myths, 
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as stories around which societies organize, can contribute to the domination or liberation of an 
individual’s eros. 
Several scholars have written about how the protagonists of Their Eyes, Janie and Tea 
Cake, are imbued with qualities that invoke pagan myths centering on a passionate eros as the 
driving force in their lives. These myths revolve around a questing woman driven to a 
relationship with her lover, who dies and is resurrected. These myths serve as a subtext to Janie’s 
tale, and suggest that it ought to be read as a part of the literature around the erotic. So too does 
the novel’s mythic structure. Missy Dehn Kubitschek posits that “the quest motif structures the 
entire novel” (19). A reexamination of Their Eyes as a narrative rooted in an erotic quest must 
begin with a brief review of these ancient myths. 
The myth of Ishtar, a Babylonian goddess associated with love and war, recounts her love 
for Tammuz, a young fertility god. Ishtar’s love for Tammuz causes his death, and she descends 
into the underworld to bring him back to earth. The Ishtar and Tammuz tale is associated with 
the Greek story of Aphrodite and Adonis. Aphrodite, like Ishtar, falls in love with the young 
Adonis. She gives him to Persephone, the goddess of the underworld, for safe keeping. Although 
Persephone too falls in love with Adonis, he ultimately chooses to live with Aphrodite on earth. 
The Egyptian myth of Isis and Osiris also has parallels to the myth of Ishtar and Tammuz. Isis 
falls in love with Osiris, who is slain, put into a coffin, and thrown into the Nile. A tree later 
grows around the coffin, which is cut down and placed inside the king’s palace as a pillar. Isis 
saves Osiris from the pillar, and she is able to give birth to their son. All of these myths, which 
contain the hallmarks of classical eros, share protagonists driven to action by their attraction to 
and desire for others. Additionally, all of these myths portray a close connection between their 
characters and nature, and employ tree imagery to make claims about life and death.  
Duran 5 
 While the current scholarly discussion about mythology in Hurston’s work notes parallels 
to the above pagan myths, no scholar has written about the central role that Adam and Eve plays 
in Their Eyes. The Christian myth of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden has roots in the 
aforementioned myths, but early Christian leaders took pains to distinguish the story from the 
pagan myths that preceded it. The story set down in the Bible redirected humanity’s driving force 
to love for God and a life avoidant of sin; natural and sensual impulses were recast as 
distractions. In an effort to further differentiate the Christian myth and to elevate its naked couple 
and talking snake above mere allegory, St. Augustine insisted upon a literal interpretation of the 
story of Adam and Eve. Augustinan literalism prevailed as church dogma, and, along with the 
interpretations of his contemporaries, led to the doctrine of the Fall of man. Under the doctrine of 
the Fall, Adam and Eve are banished to the suburbs of the Garden of Eden after succumbing to 
temptation, and God ascends to Heaven, thereby ending any original unity among nature, man, 
and God. The doctrine holds that the natural world is corrupt, as it was the serpent who brought 
evil into the world by convincing Eve to eat from the Tree of Knowledge. And, because it was 
Eve who convinced Adam to eat the apple, women must be subordinate to man in order to pay 
for Eve’s actions. Furthermore, the human race is condemned to exhausting labor, pain, and 
death. Joseph Campbell summarizes the implications of this doctrine: 
In the biblical tradition we have inherited, life is corrupt, and every natural 
impulse is sinful unless it has been circumcised or baptized. The serpent was the 
one who brought sin into the world. And the woman was the one who handed the 
apple to man. The identification of the woman with sin, of the serpent with sin, 
and thus life with sin, is the twist that has been given to the whole story in the 
biblical myth and doctrine of the Fall. (47)  
 
The biblical tradition of the Fall has played a major role to this day in fostering the idea that 
nature, women, and sex are corrupt. This doctrine—stemming from Augustine’s interpretation of 
Adam and Eve—is the myth that would have featured most predominantly as a reference point 
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for how to think about desire, femininity, and nature in Janie’s society, and it is this doctrine that 
poses challenges to Janie’s pursuit of her own eros throughout the text. Ultimately, Their Eyes 
arranges the pagan myths and Adam and Eve as foils for one another, and creates a new myth by 
which Janie (and the women of her time) can fulfill their own quests. Their Eyes envisions a new 
feminine eros that features autonomy, equality, and sexuality.  
Hurston’s autobiography and her works of fiction show that she contemplated myths and 
their teachings throughout her life, and helps to inform a fresh reading of Their Eyes. Critics 
have largely brushed aside Hurston’s autobiography, which confounds any neat characterization 
of her as a writer. Alice Walker, for example, calls it “the most unfortunate thing Zora ever 
wrote” (xvii). Robert Hemenway notes that the book “probably harmed Hurston’s reputation” 
and failed to present a coherent vision of her life (276). But there is no better source of Hurston’s 
own views of the world. Other scholars have already been established that Hurston, as a child 
and later as an anthropologist, was well-acquainted with pagan mythology.ii Her autobiography 
indicates that she was also exposed to Judeo-Christian myths as a child, and that she reflected 
upon the symbols from the creation story throughout her life. She did not accept the common 
interpretations around the story of Adam and Eve—or Judeo-Christian traditions in general—at 
face value. In Dust Tracks, Hurston recounts how her father, a Baptist preacher, “told the best 
stories on the church” about “God, the Devil, animals and natural elements” (605). While 
Hurston enjoyed these stories, they also left her head “full of misty fumes of doubt” about their 
lessons (755). One of the ideas that caused her confusion as a child was original sin, a concept 
associated with the Garden of Eden story. Hurston remembers struggling to reconcile the idea 
that “Christ died to save the world from sin…so that folks did not have to die anymore” with the 
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reality she saw in her surroundings, where her father “went so far as to say that people were 
prone to sin” (755). 
Despite her father’s strict efforts to stem his daughter’s questioning of biblical teachings, 
Hurston was exposed to less pious perspectives in Eatonville, the all-black town of her 
childhood. She recalls how men at Joe Clarke’s store porch used Adam and Eve to teach her 
pubescent brother how to grow a mustache. By their irreverent retelling, “Adam came to feel that 
his face needed more decoration than it had. Eve, obligingly, took a spot of hair from where she 
had no particular use for it—it didn’t show anyway, and slapped it across Adam’s mouth, and it 
grew there” (601). The older men instructed Hurston’s brother “about getting his finger wet from 
a woman and wiping it on his lip.  Best mustache-grower God ever made” (601). Concerning 
these childhood experiences, Hurston writes that she “picked up glints and gleams out of what 
[she] heard and stored it away to turn to it to [her] own uses” (605). Hurston’s autobiography 
thus explicitly suggests that she would use her experiences as a child to later tell stories of her 
own.  
Her autobiography thus lays the foundation for an argument that Hurston was interested 
in rethinking understandings of Adam and Eve—the touchstone for the “natural” roles of women 
in her time. Furthermore, throughout Dust Tracks, Hurston uses natural imagery to subtly 
undercut the concept of original sin. For example, just after discussing the Bible, Hurston pokes 
fun at the idea that snakes, and by extension nature, are evil and ought to be avoided. She 
expresses her fondness for the woods and writes: “In contrast to everybody about me, I was not 
afraid of snakes. They fascinated me in a way which I still cannot explain. I got no pleasure from 
their death” (596). In being “fascinated” by snakes (rather than shying away from this supposed 
source of Eve’s deception in the Garden of Eden), Hurston suggests that her attitude was 
Duran 8 
contrary to the predominant beliefs of her time. Tongue in cheek, Hurston also writes of lazily 
making her way through Milton’s Paradise Lost,iii in a manner that undermines the idea that 
humans are confined to work as a form of punishment for Adam and Eve’s transgressions in the 
Garden of Eden. She writes that instead of “looking for work” she “would be stretched out 
somewhere in the woods reading slowly so that I could understand the words” (646). Hurston 
chose leisure in nature over work. 
Hurston weaves Edenic imagery into several of her works in a manner that undermines 
society’s adoption of the doctrine of the Fall, demonstrating how central grappling with that 
doctrine was to her literary work. For example, John Buddy Pearson, the protagonist of Jonah’s 
Gourd Vine, grows up in a rural community separated from modern society by a creek—a 
geography that echoes the Garden of Eden with its surrounding rivers. When he is crossing the 
creak to leave home, he thinks of sex, initially excited and unashamed by these feelings. He 
reflects, “No telling how many girls might be living on the new and shiny side of the Big Creek. 
John almost trumpeted exultantly at the new sun. He breathed lustily” (13). But John’s feelings 
about sex change when he arrives in society. After looking at girls’ breasts, John feels ashamed 
because it seemed as if he has been caught “doing something nasty” (14). John is also ashamed 
of his bare feet (nakedness) for the first time. John’s sensual feelings are presented as natural in 
the countryside, yet upon entering society and encountering its norms, his body and natural 
feelings become shameful.  
Hurston explores feelings of shame and fear around female sexuality in Seraph on the 
Suwanee. There has been less scholarly interest in Seraph, Hurston’s only work to feature white 
protagonists. Many critics who have written about the novel express dissatisfaction with it. 
Hemenway argues that in writing this book Hurston was “groping toward a statement about 
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marriage” (308). However, like in her other works, Huston’s primary purpose is to engage in the 
conversation about eros. In Seraph, protagonist Arvay Henson experiences great shame and hurt 
around her sexual desire for Carl, a local pastor who becomes her brother-in-law. Arvay 
considers this involuntary sexual desire “mental adultery” (629) and her shame is so great that 
she decides that she is “through with the world and its sinful and deceitful ways” and plans to 
become a missionary (602). This Augustine-like plan is thwarted when Jim Meserve courts her, 
and the pair marries. Arvay lives in fear of Jim’s sexuality throughout their marriage, and only 
becomes the angel of the book’s title when she establishes herself as an equal partner to Jim. She 
achieves this equality by working with him on his shrimping boat—a job typically reserved for 
men—and by recognizing the power of her sexuality and seducing Jim. The importance of 
female autonomy around work and sex, as well as the shame and fear Arvay experiences around 
her natural impulses, is consistent with Hurston’s treatment of these ideas in Their Eyes.  
*** 
Their Eyes contains some elements from pagan myths (as noted by scholars like 
Pondrom, Barr, Collins, and Kubitschek) and rejects certain implications of the doctrine of the 
Fall, thereby inviting a reading of the novel as a new tale about the erotic. In particular, Their 
Eyes challenges the teaching that equates nature and sex with sin and separation from God, and 
embraces the natural impulses discarded by Augustine. In doing so, Hurston does not mirror any 
particular myth but rather crafts an organizing story for the twentieth-century African American 
woman. Her protagonist is driven by desire much like that of the characters of the pagan myths, 
which was disclaimed by Augustine. But her eros is broader:  Janie is driven to find female 
autonomy that allows her to partake in equal relationships, to both work and play, and to express 
her sexuality. Her quest takes her from marriage to marriage, in search of a partner that will 
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fulfill the requirements of her eros—but ultimately, Janie comes to realize that her will for life 
exists within herself.   
Janie’s quest is introduced by a pear tree metaphor, which drives Janie’s actions 
throughout the novel. Hurston uses the pear tree metaphor to respond to the erasure of sexual 
desire from eros in her society, which is typically associated with the common understanding of 
the story of Adam and Eve. Janie is sixteen years old sitting under a pear tree when she 
experiences the onset of her “virility.”iv Hurston portrays the onset of Janie’s sexuality as a 
beautiful, natural, and life-giving force. This characterization suggests that Janie, unlike Eve, has 
not “fallen” because of her emerging sexual desire. Instead, her natural impulses are to be 
embraced.  
The use of a pear tree is relevant because it positions Hurston’s story as counter to the 
dominant narrative concerning eros of her time:  that natural impulses are to be suppressed, 
sexuality is sinful, and the driving force should be love for God. That narrative can be traced 
back in part to Augustine, who expressed in Confessions a belief that “the sins of the 
flesh…defiled” the soul (43). Augustine used tree metaphors to recount two episodes of 
forbidden desire in his own life, which he identified as replications of Adam’s original crime and 
proof that he was Adam’s descendant. First, at the bathhouses of Thagaste, Augustine’s father 
reacted enthusiastically when he noticed that sixteen-year-old Augustine had reached puberty. 
Augustine wrote that his father, “saw the signs of active virility coming to life in me, and this 
was enough to make him relish the thought of having grandchildren” (82). Augustine resented 
his father’s attitude about the onset of his sexuality: “The brambles of lust grew high above my 
head and there was no one to root them out, certainly not my father” (45). Augustine ultimately 
“roots out” the “brambles of lust” by rejecting his father and living a life of chastity. In another 
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anecdote from when Augustine was sixteen, he and some of his friends stole “an enormous 
quantity of pears” from a neighbor’s pear tree (47). Instead of eating the pears, they threw them 
at nearby pigs. Augustine concluded, “Our real pleasure consisted in doing something that was 
forbidden” (47). He wrote that he did it for “the love of mischief” (47). Augustine’s writing 
invokes the forbidden fruit of the Garden of Eden. He wrote of the pears, “For no sooner had I 
picked them than I threw them away, and tasted nothing in them but my own sin, which I 
relished and enjoyed. If any part of one of those pears passed my lips, it was the sin that gave it 
flavor” (49). Nature and sex in Augustine’s writing are linked to sin, and natural impulses are 
something to fear and resist.  
Hurston’s description of Janie sitting under the blossoming pear tree in her grandmother’s 
backyard provides a counter to Augustine’s self-loathing pear tree experience in Confessions. 
Janie’s pubescent body is presented as both natural and divine, likened to the budding pear tree: 
“From barren brown stems to glistening leaf-buds; from leaf-buds to snowy virginity of bloom. It 
stirred her tremendously!” (10). This description links her physical body with the natural world 
from which it comes. Janie’s orgasm under the pear tree is also described using natural imagery: 
“She saw a dust-bearing bee sink into the sanctum of a bloom; the thousand sister-calyxes arch to 
meet the love embrace and the ecstatic shiver of the tree from root to tiniest branch creaming in 
every blossom and frothing with delight” (11). Janie’s bodily changes and her subsequent 
orgasm are simultaneously described in religious terms. Her changing body is referred to as a 
“mystery” and her orgasm is presented as a “revelation” (11). The emergence of Janie’s sexuality 
is described as a natural and sacred occurrence. This presentation stands in stark contrast to 
Augustine’s belief about his own sexuality: that it would come between him and god.  
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The involuntary nature of Janie’s emerging desire is described in comforting language. 
Her “rose of the world was breathing out smell” and it “followed her through all her waking 
moments and caressed her in her sleep” (10). For Janie, this new smell (reminiscent of the new 
odors of puberty) is inescapable but welcome; it “caresses” her in her sleep. This suggests that it 
was comforting or pleasurable to Janie in the form of a wet dream. While Janie is comforted by 
the involuntary and unavoidable nature of her emerging sexuality, Augustine felt that it robbed 
him of his freedom and that having a wet dream deemed him impure.  
The language from this scene also suggests that embracing sexuality can eliminate social 
hierarchies. Janie’s revelation causes her to see her neighbor, Johnny Taylor, as an equal. Janie 
says that, “through the pollinated air she saw a glorious being coming up the road. In her former 
blindness she had known him as shiftless Johnny Taylor, tall and lean. That was before the 
golden dust of pollen had beglamored his rags and her eyes” (11-12). Janie’s emerging sexuality 
causes her to see the formerly “shiftless Johnny Taylor” as a “glorious being” (11-12).  Her 
kissing Johnny Taylor through the “pollinated air” demonstrates her natural urges. They are 
presented as two of nature’s creatures—she with “glossy leaves and bursting buds,” he a 
“glorious being,” and both of them covered with the “golden dust of pollen” (11-12).  
 The pear tree scene thus marks the emergence of the eros—or driving force—that will 
propel Janie throughout the text. But, she immediately begins to face challenges to the natural 
direction of her life. The glorious pear tree scene is cut short by Nanny, who is afraid when she 
sees Janie’s sexual blossoming.  It is important that it is Nanny, a pious Christian, who 
reprimands Janie for kissing Johnny Taylor. This fact suggests that the challenges Janie will face 
to the fulfillment of her desire are rooted in Christian dogma. Nanny outlines several of these 
challenges, including racism, women’s conflation with animals, and women’s subjugation to 
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men, all of which have been fueled by literal interpretations of the story of Adam and Eve.v 
These ideas are foundational to the twentieth-century society that Janie must navigate. Nanny 
says: 
Honey, de white man is de ruler of everything as fur as Ah been able tuh find out. 
Maybe it’s some place way off in de ocean where de black man is in power, but 
we don’t know nothin’ but what we see. So de white man throw down de load and 
tell de nigger man tuh pick it up. He pick it up because he have to, but he don’t 
tote it. He hand it to his womenfolks. De nigger woman is de mule uh de world 
fur as Ah can see. Ah been prayin’ fuh it tuh be different wid you. Lawd, lawd, 
lawd! (14) 
 
Nanny’s words reflect a hierarchy by which the white man rules from above, and black men rule 
over black women, whose standing has been conflated with that of animals. All that a black 
woman can do in light of these circumstances is pray to a distant God. For Janie, the introduction 
of these dichotomies (white/black, male/female, man/god) marks the “end of her childhood” or 
innocence (12). Nanny’s warning includes several of the punishments God supposedly meted out 
after the Fall—exhausting labor and the subjugation of women. These opposites and 
punishments, rooted in the Adam and Eve myth Janie’s society has inherited, are what Janie 
must navigate throughout the text as she is driven by her eros.  
 Nanny’s reprimand after Janie kisses Johnny Taylor changes how Janie sees the world. 
Janie states that the moment Nanny interrupted her and called her back into the house was the 
beginning of her “conscious life” (10). This declaration provides a theory of consciousness akin 
to that which Marcuse outlines in his book Eros and Civilization. He argues that the erotic 
“redefines reason in his own terms. Reasonable is what sustains the order of gratification” (224). 
Hurston extends the pear tree metaphor to describe other characters throughout the novel, 
showing that Janie defines others in terms of their relationship to her eros. Janie’s first two 
husbands, Logan Killicks and Joe Starks, are described with imagery suggesting decaying or 
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desecrated trees, reflecting how they impede Janie’s realization of her eros. Later on, tree 
imagery around Tea Cake will portray him as lively and virulent, as he can meet the 
requirements for a relationship set by Janie’s eros.  
Nanny is portrayed as an old, decaying tree. Her Christianity and slavery-informed 
worldview lead her to see Janie’s sexual capacity as dangerous.  
Nanny’s head and face looked like the standing roots of some old tree that had 
been torn away by storm. Foundation of ancient power that no longer mattered. 
The cooling palma christi leaves that Janie had bound about her grandma’s head 
with a white rag had wilted down and become part and parcel of the woman. Her 
eyes didn’t bore and pierce. They diffused and melted Janie, the room and the 
world into one comprehension. (12) 
 
The wilting “palma christi leaves” become “part and parcel” of her grandmother because Janie is 
seeing her grandmother as she relates to (and impedes) her desire. Janie’s seeing Nanny’s head 
and face as “the standing roots of some old tree that had been torn away by storm” foreshadows 
the end of Janie’s tale in which Tea Cake, the object of Janie’s sexual desire, is ripped away from 
her by the hurricane. This parallel suggests that while Nanny may once have been able to relate 
to Janie, she is in a different stage of life in which her once powerful sexual desire “no longer 
mattered.”  
In addition to Nanny’s age, her experiences complicate her relationship with sexuality. 
Nanny was born during slavery and tells Janie that “colored folks is branches without roots” 
(16). Nanny herself had an unequal sexual relationship with her master (the exact nature of 
which is unclear) and was consequently beaten by her master’s wife. Nanny’s daughter, Leafy, 
was raped in the woods by her schoolteacher when she was about Janie’s age, her sexuality 
plucked from her like a leaf is taken from a tree. These violent sexual acts isolated Nanny from 
her own sexuality and inform her alarm about Janie’s emerging sexual desire. Nanny tells Janie, 
“Ah can’t die easy thinkin’ maybe de menfolks white or black is makin’ a spit cup outa you” 
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(20). Nanny cannot see female sexuality as something to be celebrated, because she knows of no 
relationships where a woman is permitted to have her own desire. Nanny succeeds in imposing 
her worldview on young Janie, which leads Janie to enter two marriages that stifle her growth 
and feeling of being alive.  
Nanny pressures Janie to marry Logan Killicks for “protection.” (15). Janie’s reaction 
that Logan looks “like some ole skullhead in de graveyard” whose image “was desecrating the 
pear tree” foreshadows Logan’s inability to meet the conditions of her eros (13-14). Nonetheless, 
Janie agrees to marry him. Life with Logan is devoid of the natural beauty and divine splendor 
Janie experienced under the pear tree. Janie notes that no one “put anything on the seat of 
Logan’s wagon to make it ride glorious” (21). She describes his home as “a lonesome place like 
a stump in the middle of the woods where nobody had ever been” (21). Janie’s flowering pear 
tree and the glorious Johnny Taylor stand in stark contrast to the lifeless place that is Logan’s 
home. It has been cut down to a stump, and, like their relationship, it is incapable of growth.  
 Janie’s marriage to Logan echoes and rejects Augustine’s idea of how Adam and Eve 
were meant to have sex in the Garden of Eden. He thought that, without the Fall, Adam and Eve 
would have reproduced without involuntary arousal. He writes, “They would not have had the 
activity of turbulent lust in their flesh, …but only the movement of peaceful will by which we 
command the other members of the body” (116). Janie rejects such a marriage devoid of 
affection and attraction.  She had believed that she “would love Logan after they were married” 
but the feeling never comes. Without involuntary arousal, Janie sees her marriage as “destructive 
and mouldy” (21). Janie tells her grandmother that she would “ruther be shot wid tacks than tuh 
turn over in de bed and stir up de air whilst he is in dere” (24).  
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Logan almost fulfills Nanny’s fear of Janie becoming a working animal by purchasing a 
mule for her to use to plow the potatoes. However, Janie decides to leave Logan in order to 
pursue a “marriage lak when you sit under a pear tree and think. Ah…” (24). In leaving Logan to 
fulfill her pear tree vision, Janie avoids a life devoid of sexual desire and personal fulfillment in 
which she would be subjugated and worked by her husband. Her decision to leave is a rejection 
of these punishments which Augustine believed to be meted out by a just God and which are 
echoed in Nanny’s warning to Janie.  
Propelled by her eros, Janie follows Joe Starks to Eatonville. Starks is also described in 
terms of deficient natural imagery that suggests he too cannot sustain the conditions Janie 
requires to feel alive, but can, at the very least, open up possibilities to her that do not exist with 
Logan.  
Janie pulled back a long time because he did not represent sun-up and pollen and 
blooming trees, but he spoke for a far horizon. He spoke for change and chance. 
Still she hung back. The memory of Nanny was still powerful and strong. (29) 
 
The fact that Joe doesn’t represent “sun-up and pollen and blooming trees” signals that Joe 
cannot fulfill her pear tree vision. However, he spoke of a far “horizon” which stands for Janie’s 
quest. The “horizon” offers Janie “change and chance” or the opportunity to pursue her eros—
and certainly the opportunity to get out of a life with Logan Killicks.  
Janie’s relationship with Jody is imbued with qualities of the doctrine of the Fall. In 
Eatonville, Jody creates a hierarchical society in which he is likened to God, man is superior to 
his female helper, female sexuality is feared, and woman is likened to an animal. The atmosphere 
Jody creates isolates Janie from her own drives. He treats Janie like his helper, echoing the 
Augustinian-influenced idea that women, as a consequence of Eve’s actions, are to serve men. 
Forced to work and confined mostly to the store, Janie is not allowed to play or engage in the 
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community in an authentic way. Jody also perpetuates the belief that men are superior to women. 
He likens women to lowly animals, as many of Augustine’s contemporaries did. Jody defends his 
bossing Janie around by stating, “It would be pitiful if Ah didn’t. Somebody got to think for 
women and chillun and chickens and cows. I god, they sho don’t think none theirselves” (71). 
This passage aligns Jody, or man, with God (he literally refers to himself as “I god”) and Janie, 
or woman, with animals, just like Milton’s Paradise Lost positions Adam closest to God and Eve 
closest to the serpent, or nature.  
Jody wants to both control and suppress Janie’s sexuality—and to coopt her femininity as 
a tool for himself. On the night of the opening of Jody’s store, “Jody told her to dress up and 
stand in the store all that evening…he didn’t mean for nobody else’s wife to rank with her. She 
must look on herself as the bell-cow, the other women were the gang” (41). He worries about her 
looks not for her own sake, but for his social gain. Jody also betrays trepidation around Janie’ 
sexuality, jealously guarding her body for fear that she might attract other men. He is so 
concerned with other men noticing her physical beauty that he forces her to wear a head-rag to 
cover her beautiful hair. 
Jody’s status as mayor and the overall code of behavior that he places on their life create 
problems for their relationship that are reflected in decaying natural imagery. After Jody does not 
permit Janie to make a speech to the townspeople, she reflects, “It must have been the way Joe 
spoke out without giving her a chance to say anything one way or another that took the bloom off 
of things. But anyway, she went down the road behind him that night feeling cold” (43). The fact 
that Jody’s actions “took the bloom off things” suggests that his behavior is killing her drive for 
him and for life. When Jody asks Janie how she likes being “Mrs. Mayor” she replies that it 
keeps them “in some way we ain’t natural wid one ‘nother” (46). Jody is outraged because he 
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believes he has given Janie the perfect life, while in fact he has neglected her needs so much that 
her desire for life is threatened. The conversation ends with Janie again “feeling a coldness”—a 
stark contrast to her springtime pear tree image.  
Life with Jody reflects the hardships that Nanny predicted for Janie as a woman. Two of 
the symbols from Nanny’s prophecy reappear in this part of the text. First, Jody purchases Matt 
Bonner’s mule and sets it free to do what mules naturally do—graze. Ironically, he is incapable 
of permitting his wife to be “natural” or of attending to her natural desires. The mule is allowed 
to relax and be “around the store like the other citizens” (58). Meanwhile, Janie is not allowed to 
join in the mule talk or banter on the porch of the store, to play checkers, or to have any fun. 
Instead, she is there to serve Jody’s economic and political interests. Things have turned out 
worse than Janie’s grandmother could have imagined—she is not living the life of a mule, but an 
even lower existence. Similarly, the spittoon that Jody purchases for Janie echoes Nanny’s fear 
that men will make a “spit cup” out of her (20). Jody “bought a little lady-size spitting pot for 
Janie to spit in. Had it right in the parlor with the little sprigs of flowers painted all around the 
sides” (47). The spittoon serves as a symbol for the way Jody treats Janie as an object. Rather 
than spitting on her, he has created a situation in which she must ignore her feelings and keep her 
mouth shut. Symbolically, he has spit on the thing that matters most to her—her zest for life as 
represented by her pear tree vision. 
It is only upon Jody’s death that Janie finally decides to break free from the societal 
shackles that dictate how an African American woman of her time “should” live. After Jody’s 
death, Janie decides that she “hated her grandmother and had hidden it from herself all these 
years under a cloak of pity” (89). She further reflects, “Nanny had taken the biggest thing God 
ever made, the horizon—for no matter how far a person can go the horizon is still way beyond 
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you—and pinched it in to such a little bit of a thing that she could tie it around her 
granddaughter’s neck tight enough to choke her. She hated the old woman who had twisted her 
so in the name of love” (89). Indeed, the two men who Janie married while subscribing to 
Nanny’s worldview limit the physical space in which Janie lives her life. Logan has an “often-
mentioned sixty acres” of land and Jody keeps Janie in the store and their house (21). Janie tells 
Pheoby that Jody “wanted [her] tuh jes sit wid folded hands and sit dere. And Ah’d sit dere wid 
de walls creepin’ up on me and squeezin’ all de life outa me” (112). These spaces and their 
effects on Janie stand in stark contrast to Janie’s vision of an expansive horizon full of 
possibilities.  
Janie’s first two marriages embody her society’s ideas about the “natural” roles of 
women, which stem from its organization around the myth of Adam and Eve. Janie’s departures 
from her first two husbands suggest a rejection of these ideas, and of the doctrine of the Fall, and 
place her in a position to explore other ways of living.  
*** 
Following Jody’s death, Janie renews her commitment to a life of equality, autonomy, 
and sensuality and meets Tea Cake. After deciding to marry him, Janie tells Pheoby “Ah done 
lived Grandma’s way, now Ah means tuh live mine” (114). Janie has rejected Nanny’s wishes 
for how she ought to live her life, all of which center on the punishments and dichotomies 
promoted by the doctrine of the Fall. Janie’s marriage to Tea Cake provides her with the space to 
play, break rules, embrace contradictions within herself, and explore her sexuality. Janie tells 
Pheoby that at this point in her life she wants to “utilize [herself] all over” (112). In the second 
half of the novel, Hurston emphasizes the importance for a woman of being able to embrace the 
genuine parts of herself and to pursue her own desires. Hurston links Tea Cake and Janie’s 
relationship to pagan myths that center on a definition of the erotic that includes sexuality. She 
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portrays Tea Cake and Janie as pagan gods and places them in the muck, a paradise that reflects 
the spirit of pagan myths, not that of the Garden of Eden. Still, her project is not to mirror any 
one of those myths, but to redefine eros for the twentieth-century woman—as including 
sexuality, equality, and autonomy. 
Right away, Tea Cake behaves differently from Janie’s prior husbands. Unlike Logan and 
Jody, Tea Cake thinks it is natural for Janie to play. When they first meet, Janie is working at the 
store while the rest of the town is at a baseball game. He asks her why she isn’t there, as if that 
would be the natural place for her to be. Tea Cake then challenges her to checkers—a game she 
has never played before. Hurston writes, “He set it up and began to show her and she found 
herself glowing inside. Somebody wanted her to play. Somebody thought it natural for her to 
play. That was even nice” (95-95). Tea Cake, unlike Logan and Jody, believes that it is “natural” 
for her to play. 
Tea Cake also encourages Janie to speak her mind. When Tea Cake tells Janie that he 
wants to take her to the Sunday School picnic, she doubts his desire to take her as his guest and 
suggests that it would be ok with her if he were to take someone else. Tea Cake picks up on the 
insincerity of her remarks and says, “Naw, it ain’t all right wid you. If it was you wouldn’t be 
sayin’ dat. Have de nerve tuh say whut you mean” (109). Janie expresses her feelings to Tea 
Cake—that she desperately wants to go with him to the picnic and that she isn’t sure she can 
trust him—in a way that she had not been able to with Logan and Jody. 
With Tea Cake, Janie also embraces her sexual desire. When Janie and Tea Cake have 
sex, Janie is not ashamed of her actions. Janie wakes to Tea Cake combing her hair, which makes 
her feel “comfortable and drowsy” (103). He compliments her on her hair, her lips, and her eyes, 
and he is outraged that she doesn’t seem to get enjoyment out of them herself. He says, “See dat? 
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You’se got de world in uh jug and make out you don’t know it. But Ah’m glad tuh be de one tuh 
tell yuh” (104). Tea Cake, unlike Jody and Logan, appreciates Janie’s physical beauty, and wants 
her to appreciate it and express it too.  
A woman playing, speaking her mind, and indulging her sexual desire all run counter to 
the narrative of the Fall. Janie’s enjoyment in the “forbidden” nature of her relationship with Tea 
Cake echoes Augustine’s reason for picking pears from the pear tree and throwing them at the 
pigs. When Tea Cake comes to visit for the second time, just before they have sex for the first 
time, the pair go fishing after midnight and Janie, “felt like a child breaking rules. That’s what 
made Janie like it” (102). However, unlike Augustine, Janie proudly enjoys, rather than 
confesses, the “forbidden fruits” of her alleged rule-breaking. She not only states so, but also eats 
an abundance of fruit and food with Tea Cake, which serve as metaphors for her lack of remorse. 
When Tea Cake visits her home at night he goes “out to the lemon tree at the corner of the 
kitchen and pick[s] some lemons and squeezed them for her. So they had lemonade too” (102). 
Tea Cake’s night visits and fishing yield a “fresh-caught trout” that they cook and enjoy together 
(103). On another visit, Tea Cake brings her strawberries.  
It is clear from these first few encounters that Janie’s relationship with Tea Cake will be 
the vehicle by which she can discard the common teachings of Adam and Eve—and it is in this 
part of the novel that Hurston fleshes out a new updated eros for the twentieth century. The 
change is signaled shortly after Janie starts dating Tea Cake. She writes that Janie, “Done quit 
attending church, like she used to” (110). Eatonville, a society infiltrated with the ethos of the 
doctrine of the Fall, is not a place where Janie and Tea Cake can continue to be driven by their 
passion. So, they leave for the everglades (the “muck”).  
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Hurston’s description of the muck is akin to Milton’s description of the Garden of Eden 
in Paradise Lost. Hurston, like Milton, describes the “Garden of Eden” in her story as 
overgrown, richly verdant, and situated in the wilderness. 
To Janie’s strange eyes, everything in the Everglades was big and new. Big Lake 
Okechobee, big beans, big cane, big weeds, big everything. Weeds that did well to 
grow waist high up the state were often ten feet tall down here. Ground so rich 
that everything went wild. Volunteer cane just taking the place. Dirt roads so rich 
and black that a half mile of it would have fertilized a Kansas wheat field. Wild 
cane on either side of the road hiding the rest of the world. People wild too. (129) 
  
Like Milton’s Garden of Eden, the muck is overgrown and lush. The vegetation is larger than 
normal and the soil is fertile. However, while the muck—Hurston’s “Garden of Eden”—is 
idyllic, it differs from the Garden of Eden (both the Bible’s and Milton’s) in that it is full of 
noisy life. Hurston writes that, “All night now the jooks clanged and clamored. Pianos living 
three lifetimes in one. Blues made and used right on the spot. Dancing, fighting, singing, crying, 
laughing, winning and losing love every hour. Work all day for money, fight all night for love. 
The rich black earth clinging to bodies and biting the skin like ants” (131). This celebration of 
human life within nature separates Hurston’s nature story from other “Garden of Eden” tales. 
The lively muck sets the stage for the three key pillars of feminine eros that Hurston 
emphasizes: equality, autonomy, and sexuality. Tea Cake and Janie’s relationship in the muck 
does not follow gender rules rooted in her society’s expectations. Instead, Janie and Tea Cake 
defy typical gender norms. Tea Cake teaches Janie how to shoot guns, an activity traditionally 
reserved for men. She becomes a “better shot than Tea Cake” himself (131). In the muck, Janie 
works alongside Tea Cake and the other men and women. When they go home, Tea Cake helps 
Janie to prepare meals—then a traditionally feminine task. Janie and Tea Cake both work in the 
fields and the house, and Janie fully participates in the social activities of the muck. Janie and 
Tea Cake’s house was “full of people every night” (133). She and Tea Cake’s house is the center 
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of all social life; there were games, music, and storytelling on her porch, “just like they used to 
do on the store porch. Only here, she could listen and laugh and even talk some herself if she 
wanted to” (134). Additionally, Janie realizes a full sexual life in the muck. After the couple 
fight about Tea Cake’s flirtatious behavior with Nunkie, they do “things with their bodies to 
express the inexpressible; [Tea Cake] kissed her until she arched her body to meet him and they 
fell asleep in sweet exhaustion” (137). Despite her society’s attempts to repress her sexuality, 
Janie achieves satisfying sexual relations with Tea Cake.  
With Tea Cake, Janie fully pursues the life that she wants. However, Janie learns that in 
pursuing the life that she wants, she must also encounter death. Hurston writes, “Janie saw her 
life like a great tree in leaf with the things suffered, things enjoyed, things done and undone. 
Dawn and doom was in the branches” (8). Janie’s life is no longer represented as budding pear 
tree, but as a mature tree, as she has experienced both life and death. This fact reinforces the idea 
that Hurston is writing within the literature about the erotic, as each of the myths invoked in 
Hurston’s novel are also stories of life and death. 
Tea Cake’s death causes her to leave the everglades, and to return to Eatonville. Janie’s 
return, which bookends her tale, presents Janie as a pedagogical model of twentieth-century 
femininity. Janie has followed her eros and realized who she is as a person. This fact is reflected 
in two lines. The first is Pheoby’s telling Janie that she “looks like youse yo’ own daughter” (4). 
The second is Janie’s statement that she “Ah ain’t brought home a thing but mahself” (4). By 
following her eros, Janie has found new life within herself. Her sexuality is shamelessly on 
display and represented via natural imagery: “The men noticed her firm buttocks like she had 
grape fruits in her hip pockets; the great rope of black hair swinging to her waist and unraveling 
like a plume; then her pugnacious breasts trying to bore holes in her shirt” (2). Janie does not feel 
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ashamed or worried about her sexuality, but rather has full ownership over her body. She comes 
home wearing “overalls” having discarded the “blue satin dress” that her neighbors expect her to 
wear. Her dress suggests that she will defy expectations around her dress and how she spends her 
time, whether that means working in the field or playing in a manner that she chooses.   
And, as the story closes, Janie realizes that she doesn’t need Tea Cake to continue on. 
She has internalized the life that she found with him. Hurston writes, “She pulled in her horizon 
like a great fish-net. Pulled it in from around the waist of the world and draped it over her 
shoulder. So much life in its meshes! She called in her soul to come and see” (193). Tea Cake is 
positioned as an outward figure through which Janie could exercise her eros, but he was not her 
driving life force. That life force remains inside of Janie, who will continue to live in Tea Cake’s 
absence.  
 As Janie completes her tale, the cyclical text comes to a close, adding another iteration to 
the myths about the erotic that preceded it. It is a story that redefines female eros to include a 
sexuality, autonomy, and equality between the sexes. The natural imagery throughout the text, 
which is associated with ancient myths, shows that society’s definition of “natural” is historically 
rendered by its mythic inheritances. As such, Hurston’s work serves not only as a pedagogical 
model for feminine eros, but also as an example of how narratives concerning nature can create 








i Gates argues that the debate between Hurston and Richard Wright, whose naturalism positions the environment as 
a destructive force in the lives of African Americans, contributed to the “lyrical shape” of Their Eyes (182).   
ii See Pondrom, 183-185 and Collins, 140.  
iii Milton is credited with bringing Adam and Eve to life in literature, as there were very few literary precedents for 
Milton’s poetic rendering of the story of Adam and Eve. See Greenblatt, 209-214.  
iv In her paper “Biblical Trees, Biblical Deliverance: Literary Landscapes of Zora Neale Hurston and Toni 
Morrison,” Glenda B. Weathers notes that Hurston is not the first writer to use the pear tree to symbolize emerging 
sexuality. She points out that Chaucer employs the pear tree in this manner in “The Merchant’s Tale” and William 
Faulkner uses the pear tree in The Sound and the Fury.  
v Augustine’s work profoundly influenced the trajectory of thought around sin, relations between men and women, 
and man’s interaction with nature for centuries to come. Augustine’s emphasis on original sin led to a flood of 
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